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Rising from the Ashes:
Identity and the Aesthetics of Hybridity in 
Zhu Tianwen's Notes of a Desolate Man
Ling-chci Letty Chen
The postcolonial condition of Taiwan, combined with its 
capital city Taipei's postmodern culture, is the context in which 
Zhu Tianwen seeks to authenticate Taiwan’s hybrid cultural 
identity. Her later fiction is exactly the type of literary work that 
accentuates the element of cultural and linguistic hybridization. 
Her idiosyncratic narrative style is marked by an exotic 
vocabulary and a psychic intensity, instead of the documentary 
transparency of the text vis-a-vis an objective content (in 
realism). Her representational aesthetics gives the impression 
that her approach to the world is narcissistic, but this is not to 
suggest that she is oblivious to the cultural and political milieu of 
her time and place. Precisely because Zhu Tianwen is 
remarkably sensitive to the cultural climate of Taiwan, her place 
in the global market, as well as her being situated in the 
historical juncture of the post-martial law era (post-1987), her 
peculiar insistence on returning to the self as mediated through 
a material exoticism has important implications for us in studying 
the individual in the postmodern world who is searching for ways 
to re-authenticate his/her identity.
Zhu Tianwen is the oldest sister of a prominent literary 
family headed by Zhu Xining. Her writing career started in the 
seventies when she was only sixteen. She immediately became, 
and has since been, one of the best selling writers in Taiwan. 
Her earlier works are primarily middlebrow romances, stories 
centered around her childhood memories, and collections of 
sentimental prose. In the eighties, Zhu Tianwen became 
involved in writing movie scripts for the director Hou Hsiao-hsien, 
whose films not only have significantly changed the course of 
Taiwan's movie industry but also brought Taiwan movies onto 
the international screen. At the age of thirty-five, after five
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collections of short stories—Qiao Taishou xinji [New stories of 
Minister Qiao,1 1977], Chuanshuo [Legends, 1981], Zuixiangniari 
de jijie [Most memorable season, 1984], Yanxia zhi du [City of 
high summer, 1987], Shijimo de huali [Fin-de-siecle splendor, 
1990], four volumes of collected prose pieces—Danjiang j i  
[Notes on Tamkang, 1979], Xiaobi de gushi [Stories of Xiao Bi, 
1983], San jiem ei [Three sisters, 1985], Xiawucha huati 
[Afternoon tea conversations, 1992] — and several major movie 
scripts, Zhu Tianwen finally produced her first full-fledged novel, 
Huangren shouji [Notes of a desolate man, 1994],
Most scholars and critics tend to look at her short story 
“Fin-de-siecle Splendor” as a breakaway from her usual 
sentimental, nostalgic style of writing and a first hint of a new 
style of writing which dominates this 1994 novel.2 It is a style 
remarkably more sophisticated, reflected through lfan aging 
voice,! as Zhan Hongzhi characterizes it (Zhan 1990: 7-14); it is 
more experimental with the “materiality” of language; it is also 
sharper, colder, and somewhat nihilistic in portraying urban 
existence. But this change should not be exaggerated because 
a few significant qualities, such as narcissism (in most of her 
heroines) and desire for utopia (for example, the “imaginary 
China” and the “ideal childhood”)，have consistently appeared 
from her earliest stories to Notes of a Desolate Man.3
1 All the English translations of Zhu Tianwen's titles, with the 
exception of Firhde-sidcle Splendor，Notes of a Desolate Man and A 
Flower Remembers Her Previous Lives, are mine.
2 Scholars and critics such as David Der-wei Wang, Yvonne 
Chang, Huang Jinshu and many others in Taiwan all seem to regard 
Fin-de-siecle Splendor as a landmark work that separates the early 
Zhu Tianwen from the present, more mature Zhu Tianwen.
3 In 1996, David Der-wei Wang edited Huayi qianshen [A flower 
remembers her previous lives], comprising seven of Zhu Tianwen's 
earlier but most representative short stories, two chapters of what Zhu 
Tianwen called the "predecessor" of Notes of a Desolate Man—an 
incomplete novel which she titled Descendants of the Sun Goddess 
(Rishen de houyi)—and two chapters from A/ofes of a Deso/afe Man, 
The significance of this collection lies in its two prefaces and a piece of 
scholarly criticism by Huang Jinshu at the end of the book. One 
preface, "From 'Diary of a Madman* to Notes of a Desolate Man: On
記說節都麗記事妹題記 志  新傳季之華江故姊話手 宏  守 的 夏 的 淡 的 三 茶 人  詹  太  念 炎 末  畢 午 荒  喬 想  紀小下  
最  世
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Zhu Tianwen's longing for utopia and her narcissistic traits 
have consistently manifested themselves in her flair for exotic 
linguistic styles and a prevailing sense of subjectivity in her 
narratives. What is also noticeable is that her characters are 
narcissistic. The group of fashion models in "Fin-de-siecle 
Splendor" are always conscious of the image they convey to 
others. In postmodern Taipei, what Victor Segalen calls the 
“irreducible distance between the self and the Exotic” is bridged 
by Zhu Tianwen's narcissistic characters. The power of the 
exotic relies sorely on changeability. In the culture of 
materialism, where every commercial product has become so 
accessible and globalization has transformed local cultures to 
the extent that exoticism can serve personal taste and choice, 
narcissism becomes the most marketable principle not only for 
selling products but also for keeping the individual from feeling 
consumed by commercialism.
Although the characteristics of exoticism and narcissism 
have been consistently present in Zhu Tianwen's fiction since 
the late 1980s, it is in Notes of a Desolate Man that they seem to 
have moved into a much deeper level of the narrative. They are 
significant elements in the formation of a coherent subjectivity 
for Zhu Tianwen in her increasingly hybridized narrative.
Narcissism and Performative Subjectivity
The narcissism characteristic of Zhu Tianwen's post-1988 
stories brings forth an aesthetics of performativity with an 
emphasis on the body. Performativity here is not merely an
Zhu Tianwen, Hu Lancheng and Eileen Chang," written by the editor 
himself, is an overview of Zhu's literary development, and the other, 
written by the writer herself, bears the same title as the collection but 
has an important subtitle: “Remembering Hu Lancheng in Eight 
Essays.1 From the latter we learn how decidedly and deeply Hu 
Lancheng has shaped Zhu Tianwen as a writer and a thinker. Huang's 
solid critical analysis at the end of the collection, “Descendants of the 
Sun Goddess—the Last Forty Chapters? (Post)Modern Revelation?,u 
traces precisely how the central thought of Notes of a Desolate Man 
can be attributed to Hu’s lasting aesthetic, philosophical，ideological, 
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idiosyncracy; it is also closely connected to how an individual 
reacts to the role the society casts upon him/her, and how this 
role is played. The more narcissistic the individual, the more 
performative s/he is in his/her social role. In her article “Thinking 
about Multiculturalism," Bonnie Marranca points out that 
theatrical gesture or performance has become "an existential, 
self-defining act" through which self-transformation and 
“construction of a role encouraged by the prevailing social 
structure" are achieved (Marranca and Dasgupta 1991: 17). 
Mary Douglas argues that
The social body constrains the way the physical body is 
perceived. The physical experience of the body, always modified 
by the social categories through which it is known, sustains a 
particular view of society. There is a continual exchange of 
meaning between the two kinds of bodily experience so that 
each reinforces the categories of the other. . . . The forms it 
adopts in movement and repose express social pressures in 
manifold ways. (Douglas 1970: 65)
The group of models in Tin-de-siecle Splendor1 performs 
not only on the fashion runway but also in life; their every 
posture is highly stylized. Their every gesture is a deliberate 
expression of a postmodern individualism with a performative 
subjectivity.
A narcissistic individual is one who seeks himself/herself 
as a love-object, one who withdraws from the external world 
back to his/her self.4 In Lacan's analysis, narcissism is a psychic 
state in which the basic form of a self is produced.5 How does
4 The basic diagnosis—and definition—of narcissism given by 
Freud is scattered throughout his writings. Aside from an introduction 
to narcissism, Freud also discusses it in conjunction with his libido 
theory, his theory of sexuality, and the pleasure principle.
5 A passage by Lacan illustrates this point: “It is in this erotic 
relation, in which the human individual fixes himself upon an image that 
alienates him from himself, that are to be found the energy and the 
form in which this organization of the passions that he will calThis ego 
has its origin” （qtd. in Bowie 1991: 34)_
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narcissism work for the individual? Here we must turn to Lacan's 
theory of gaze. The gaze at the mirror occurs without any 
symbolic mediation, the most primitive means of subjectivization. 
Contrary to Freud’s thesis that the formation of the self is always 
contingent upon the subject's interaction with the outside world, 
Lacan's thesis insists that there is a core, robjet petit a, within 
the subject that is pre-discursive, pre-existent, or in Lacan^ 
word, lfex-sistence." This discovery of robjet petit a marks a 
departure for Lacan from his earlier theory of the mirror stage 
which argues that “knowledge in the real” does not exit in 
symbolic reality (or so-called objective reality). The later 
Lacanian thesis repositions itself with the conviction that 
“knowledge in the real” also exists in symbolic reality precisely 
because the presence of robjet petit a is constantly felt in our 
inability to carry out our fantasy to its fullest, that the fantasy 
always ends at the precise point where desire is about to be 
fulfilled. To obtain desire, therefore, is to be in the perpetual 
process of desiring. So there is always a void in the projection of 
psychic reality by way of symbolization, and this void (where 
“knowledge in the real” can be discovered) always appears in 
the form of a fantastic sign or construct (such as, in the case of 
Zhu Tianwen, utopia).
Thus, robjet petit a, as Slavoj Zizek explains so precisely, 
can only be discerned by a gaze “‘distorted’ by desire” （之izek 
1998:12). Through this “distorted gaze”一a gaze that seeks the 
prohibited jouissance—a subject can come close to the kernel of 
its self, although this kernel can never be attained since if it is 
so, the barrier between the real and the symbolic will break 
down and psychosis is the result. The Lacanian formation of 
subjectivity, unlike the Freudian formulation which always 
involves the Oedipal complex, must rely on language. Language 
is the means by which the subject makes imaginary 
identifications with symbolic reality, and it is upon these 
identifications that “the consistency of a subject’s being 
depends” （之izek 1998: 44). The linguistic construction of utopia 
in Zhu Tianwen's narratives is the way by which she attempts to 
get close to the prohibited jouissance. But since jouissance is 
always already forbidden, it is inevitable that she indulges 
excessively in language which is treated as a system consisting 
of pure signs. In two of Zhu's short stories, Tin-de-siecle
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帶我去吧，月光 Splendor” and “Take Me Away，Moonlight” （Da/ wo qi/ ba 
yueguang), Zhu adorns her narrative with an ornate language 
which essentially reveals itself as narcissistic.
The particular narcissistic practice of Zhu Tianwen is to 
fashion the self through a highly exoticized language by affirming 
the existence of the body through fetishism. She fetishizes the 
material in order to (re)assure the "ex-sistence" of the self, as if 
the material were the double of the self. To further elaborate this 
type of narcissism, let us take a look at the story of Narcissus. In 
Ovid's version of the myth, before this beautiful youth fell in love 
with his own reflection, he was approached by the nymph Echo, 
whose love he rejected vehemently. One day, accidentally, he 
saw his beautiful image in the water which he took for another's 
and fell in love with it, along with the voice he heard (which was 
his own as reflected by Echo). Narcissus then came to realize 
that both the image and the voice he fell in love with were 
actually his. Despair over the unresolvable dilemma of being the 
object of his own love, Narcissus slowly wasted away. The 
tragedy of Narcissus lies precisely in his not being able to accept 
others1 love, while at the same time knowing the impossibility 
that he be (physically) loved by himself. But in Zhu Tianwen's 
twisted interpretation of this myth, she insists on a happy ending 
where her Narcissus-like characters do not see it a tragedy to be 
in love with one’s self. Mediated through material fetishism, the 
self is able to "feel" love from and for its self. The designation of 
an exotic Other also provides the same solution through a kind 
of mediation. This Other, not just any Other but an exotic Other, 
is important, for it supplies an extra layer of the imaginary to 
enrich the perception and affirmation (if not also the 
magnification) of the self. Zhu’s “Fin-de-siecle Splendor” and 
“Take Me Away, Moonlight” illustrate this interesting combination 
of narcissism and fetishism of the exotic for the purpose of 
establishing a postmodern-postcolonial subjectivity.
The heavily ornate language of Tin-de-siecle Splendor" 
exhibits a sensuous fetishism of exotic fashions, fabrics, plants, 
herbs, scents, and colors. Everything is condensed to its very 
materiality. Utopia seems to be in the here and now，as Zhu’s 
fetishism of exotic sensory perceptions necessarily challenges 
the notion of utopia as spatial, a <(nowhere-somewhere" 
connected to the “powerful imagination of a far away island or
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unexplored land, or, its temporal implication, futurity'1 (Calinescu 
1987: 63)_ Mia’s life is centered around her memories of smells 
and colors. The exotic material functions to construct the 
meaning of existence. When Mia and Lao Duan watch colors 
change in the sunset, time becomes a medium of the aesthetic. 
To them, time does not become history; it flows through life, not 
intended to be treasured or lamented over. What the two 
characters care to capture, like Monet, is only the span of a 
moment. The chronology of Taipei is divided up by each 
emerging new fashion: in 1986 it is frankincense, and the 
summer of 1990 is remembered by the pale seaside colors. As 
Mia and her fashionable gang gaze at Taipei from the top of Mt. 
Yangming at dawn, the city appears like a rising mirage, its 
image reflected in the water vapor. The temporality of Taipei’s 
(as well as Taiwan's) social and historical existence cannot be 
described better than in this powerful and chilling image. The 
meaning of individuality is determined by the material one 
possesses and is possessed by.
What, then, are the implications of this performative 
subjectivity? Scholars and artists alike have noted that 
subjectivity in the postmodern era is both displaced and 
schizophrenic, but Zhu Tianwen seems to disagree with them all. 
She fills her narrative with phrases and terms translated from 
foreign words. The Chinese language is based on pictograms— 
its characters are image or shapes. Zhu's narrative has many 
idioms and words that are foreign-sounding and peculiar­
looking, and it occasionally contains an unmediated use of 
English words; this creates an impression of alienness. Writing 
in this style of intentional exoticization and hybridization, Zhu 
Tianwen wants to construct a new kind of subjectivity which not 
only allies itself with postmodern materialism but is also a new 
breed born of cultural globalism. Within this project is a new 
practice of fetishism; it is combined with narcissism to generate 
a new aesthetics of hybridity, from which a highly essentialized 
subjectivity then emerges. A logical follow-up question here 
would be: why do we still need to define subjectivity, particularly 
an essentialized subjectivity? Have we not learned enough from 
poststructura list methodology to see the danger, if not 
impossibility, of any essentialization of the subject? The need to 
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postcolonial mentality. The cultural and political situation of Zhu 
Tianwen (and of the island/nation/state of which she is a citizen) 
certainly has prompted her to conceive such a project. Her 
approach is to return to the self via establishing an aesthetics of 
hybridity that incorporates the cultural, historical and political 
reality of the larger society and heritage to which she belongs.
Exoticism as a Strategy
Victor Segalen establishes an aesthetic conceptualization 
of pure exoticism in order to transcend politics and ideology. Any 
sensation of difference, Segalen argues, can be regarded as 
exotic (Segalen 1978: 23). After we enter the realm of the exotic 
and experience the difference, we must distance ourselves from 
the exotic instead of trying to identify with it. The initial 
confrontation with the difference creates the sensation of “shock” 
and thereby arouses in us an awareness of the Other. Exoticism 
thus is a sharp and immediate perception of an eternal 
incomprehensibility that is the exotic Other (Segalen 1978: 27). 
Bakhtin defines exoticism in sim ilar terms: "exoticism 
presupposes a deliberate opposition of what is alien to what is 
one’s own; the otherness of what is foreign is emphasized, 
savored, as it were, and elaborately depicted against an implied 
background of one’s own ordinary and familiar world” （Bakhtin 
1992: 101). By designating an exoticum, essentially a utopia-like 
location, one allows oneself an existential space for recuperation 
from loss of values as well as an escape from the confines of 
one’s native culture and society. For Segalen, exoticism thus 
allows one to achieve self-awareness through projecting the 
exotic object, that is, through the confrontation of the imaginary 
and the real (1978: 23, 68).
Viewed historically, the exoticism of Western colonial 
powers since the late eighteenth century has already been 
widely criticized in studies of Orientalism and postcolonialism. 
Recent studies of many canonical and non-canonical literary 
works have brought new understanding of the correlation 
between politics and culture, power and writing, and self and 
Other in terms of representation. Xiaomei Chen has undertaken 
studies of Occidentalism in which she illustrates how the 
Chinese construct the Occidental Other not for purposes of
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outward political expansion and domination but to fulfill domestic 
political aims and needs (see Chen 1992; 1995). Situating her 
studies in the post-Mao period, Chen argues that 
Occidentalism—the systematic portrayal of the Western Other 
as antagonistic—has been utilized by the Chinese government 
in order to legitimize, under the name of nationalism, its internal 
domination and oppression of its own people. However, living 
under strict political and ideological control, Chinese intellectuals 
attempt to create the West as China’s model and a superior 
Other so as to create channels for expressing different ideas.
The misrepresentation of the Other as proposed by Chen 
as in her model of Occidentalism finds resonance in Zhu 
Tianwen's stylistic method of exoticizing the Western Other. In 
1990s Taipei, the exotic is integrated into the familiar world of a 
postmodern city. Exoticism in Zhu Tianwen’s narratives is a 
project for rewriting the unfamiliar. She invents an exotic/utopia- 
like space—an exoticum—to project a sense of distance or an 
“elsewhere” in which the exotic Other is portrayed as a void 
object that exists only in fantasies. In “Take Me Away, 
Moonlight/1 the exoticum can only and must be found in the 
imagination and fantasy of Jiawei and Mrs. Cheng. In earlier 
exotic projects like those of Segalen and Levi-Strauss, having an 
exotic destination is necessary; however, in our late twentieth 
century, when time and space are highly compressed by 
technology (Harvey 1989), actual geographical locales no longer 
have the same usefulness and meaning as before.
The postmodern exotic project is primarily imaginary in 
nature. The function of the exoticum is becoming significantly 
weak and unnecessary, not only because the world is becoming 
homogenized, but also because technologies have reduced to 
the minimum the mystery and excitement of “going elsewhere.” 
This phenomenon can be best observed in how Jiawei looks at 
the supposedly exotic Hong Kong: it is no more real than or 
different from itself as projected in postcards and tour guides. 
She confirms what she sees of the city by superimposing the 
visual impression upon what she has learned from the media 
and printed matter. In other words, it is sameness, not the 
Segalenian difference (or “shock”)，that she wishes to find in the 
exoticum. Inherent in this sameness is the image of the self. The 
lack of surprise or shock from the exotic Other only reaffirms the
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significance of the self. The rediscovery of the self in the exotic 
Other suggests that postmodern subjectivity can actually be self­
generated.
As the distance between the self and the Other is reduced 
dramatically in our technological age, the need to sustain an 
illusion of distance is even more important to the exotic project. 
Predictably, both Jiawei and Mrs. Cheng are unable to embrace 
or recover their exotic lover; both fail to recognize that the 
journey of (conquering a distance) in order to arrive at the 
destination has already been annulled. As Mrs. Cheng^ exotic 
project is founded on her memories of the past, the distance 
between the present and the past is what sustains the power of 
孫育銘 the exotic. Nostalgia for the passion she once had for Mr. Sun 
leads her to the journey back to her exotic city, Nanjing. Not 
realizing that the “exoticum”6 has already moved from its 
geographic locale to the mental locale of her memory and 1(has, 
over the years, been growing along with her and become a part 
of her body" (Zhu 1990: 143), the journey back to Nanjing is 
inevitably a futile attempt to recover lost passion. Disillusionment 
is already awaiting both women as soon as they begin the 
journey. The whole exotic project must collapse and the search 
for fulfillment must return to the core or essence of the self.
The exotic is now integrated into the familiar world of 
postmodern Taipei. Zhu Tianwen invents an exotic space filled 
with evocations of exotic material such as foreign herbs and 
fabrics. If there is a tinge of nihilism in this, it is the style of active 
and aesthetic nihilism that Nietzsche celebrates: “instead of 
drawing back from the void, [we] dance upon it; instead of 
lamenting the absence of a world suited to [our] being, [we] 
invent one" (Megil 1985: 34). The exoticum is this invented world 
which helps to project a sense of distance or an “elsewhere.” 
Since the exoticum is a deliberate construct, the exotic Other is 
clearly also a void object which exists only in fantasies. Zhu 
Tianwen relentlessly shatters the myth of an “elsewhere” and 
pronounces the exotic project bankrupt. As she finds that
6 In Zhu's novel, Notes of a Desolate Man, the need for an 
exoticum is replaced with the need for a utopia. The difference 
between an exoticum and a utopia lies primarily in the former's^reliance 
on material fetishism and the latter's basis in spiritual visions.
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Otherness is not always a matter of difference but of sameness, 
she no longer needs to embrace the Other in order to find the 
self. In postmodern Taipei, the Other and the self are already 
subsumed in each other. An alternative horizon for recuperation 
is no longer needed.
Instead, Zhu Tianwen finds a kind of positivism, ambivalent 
as it may be, in ahistoricism. The closing words in Mrs. Cheng's 
episode indicate Zhu’s tendency to find comfort by turning 
temporality into (pseudo)etemity. She writes,
The power of recovering was amazing. Whatever she refused to 
accept or was unwilling to remember was slept over in this long 
sleep . . .  People only remember what they want to remember, 
therefore memories could be revised, history could also be 
transcended. (Zhu 1990: 146)
This (pseudo)eternity is also preserved in Mia’s dried flowers, 
herbs, and handmade paper (Zhu 1990: 190). When Mia 
successfully makes her first two pieces of paper, she believes 
that this skill, among others, will sustain her until the day when 
the world built by men collapses; then she will rebuild it with her 
memories of smells and colors. The record of her rebuilding of 
the world and its history will be written on her own handmade 
paper of rose petal. Jiawei’s exotic experience，on the other 
hand, is situated in a borrowed time and space; she must return 
to the present，her exotic lover tells her, or she will “become a 
time wanderer, forever floating in past, future and present, never 
to find an exit" (Zhu 1990: 123). The concern for historicity is no 
longer valid for Zhu Tianwen as she looks neither forward nor 
backward. She gazes only at the present.
But what kind of present is she gazing at? Can this present 
serve as a mirror to reflect the image of the subject? Is there a 
limit to what this mirror can reflect and what the gaze can grasp? 
In his later theorization of the mirror stage, Lacan redefined the 
role of “mirror as limit” and consequently the “gaze as limit”： “The 
mirror may on occasion imply the mechanisms of narcissism . . .  
it also fulfills another role, a role as limit. It was that which cannot 
be crossed. And the only organization in which it participates is 
that of the inaccessibility of the object" (Lacan 1988: 151). The 
mirror not only reflects one’s own image in a narcissistic way，it
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is also the reminder that we can never reach beyond the mirror 
and unite with the ideal self-image that exists in the mirror. But 
we can also argue that it is precisely this realization of limit, our 
awareness of the lack, that further incites the narcissistic subject 
to try to fill the lack. The desire for narcissistic identification with 
the ideal self is powerful, but at the same time the subject is also 
aware that this desire can never be fu lfilled. A way to 
compensate is to convert this desire into a fetishism of external 
materials—their usefulness in adorning the body is exemplified 
in Mia's obsession with exotic plants, fragrances, and fashions.
The same argument can be used to explain the 
stubbornness with which Zhu Tianwen utilizes narcissism and 
fetishism to construct a self-sufficient subjectivity. Even though 
the self and its own reflection is always separated by the mirror, 
or more precisely, the gaze, the seifs narcissistic ideal already 
pre-exists the gaze. The inaccessibility of the object therefore 
does not hinder the narcissistic seifs infatuation with its own 
image. In other words, since the gaze is a narcissistic gaze, the 
reflection can become the ideal image whose perfection is 
inexhaustible. Here we need to return to Ovid's Narcissus story 
and see how it ends. As Narcissus slowly wasted away by the 
river bank, his soul crossed over to the underworld. Narcissus, 
though no longer a living mortal, still could not stop looking at his 
own reflection in the waters of the Styx. Such is narcissism's 
powerful facility to maintain the integrity of the seifs subjectivity 
—even beyond death, when Narcissus entered the realm of 
Hades. What would seem to be a de-subjectivizing reflection of 
the mirror，or a gazing object (the “other” self in the mirror)， 
actually only reaffirms the narcissistic orientation of the gaze 
itself. What obsesses Narcissus even after his death is not the 
image reflecting in the water that he sees/gazes at; rather, it is 
the image's gaze back at him that captivates him. The spectator 
thus is the object of its own gaze—Narcissus cannot look away 
from the image he sees precisely because the gaze of the image 
(the Other) locks the two in an endless circle of their narcissistic 
gazing back at one another. The gaze of the Other thus is not 
de-subjectivizing; on the contrary, it is with the enjoyment of
gazing that the seifs subjectivity is supported.7
____________________________  .*
7 In his final analysis of human psyche, Lacan moved toward 
examining an empty psychic space where the ex-sistence of the self
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In Zhu Tianwen^ Notes of a Desolate Man, the coalition of 
narcissism and fetishism of the exotic makes an even stronger 
case for subjectivity building in the postmodern and postcolonial 
situation when everything is being, or has been, deconstructed; 
when subjectivity is contingent upon ideology and the logic of 
relativism; and when simulation and simulacra seem to be the 
only reality we can cling to.
Identity and Hybridity
Although in some ways Notes of a Desolate Man is a 
continuation of the unique writing style of “Fin-de-siecle 
Splendor," it still stirred up a critical storm in the literary world of 
Taiwan. The novel’s provocative subject matter (male 
homosexual eroticism), unusual authorial perspective (a female 
writer assuming the voice of a gay man), excessively exoticized 
and floral language (mixed with Buddhist scriptural language, 
English, transcribed foreign words and names, borrowed texts, 
etc.), and the indeterminacy of its genre—prose? fiction? 
allegory? theoretical monograph?—have generated heated 
discussion of issues of gender/genre crossing (Chi 1995: 81-88), 
gender politics (Zhu 1995: 141-59), postmodern poetics and 
materialism,8 the author's ideological conservatism, her nostalgia 
for the martial law era reflecting the feelings typical of second- 
generation Chinese mainlanders such as the author herself (Liu
is—what Lacan calls the sinthome (Lacan 1988). According to Zizek's 
explanation, the sinthome is a point that ^functions as the ultimate 
support of the subject's consistency, the point of 'thou art that/ the 
point marking the dimension of lwhat is in the subject more than 
himself and what he therefore loves more than himself,'. . . (Looking 
Awry, 1998: 132). It is precisely these two traits—“the subject more 
than himself and “loves more than himself—that lie at the heart of the 
mechanism of narcissism.
8 Shi Shu, one of the judges of the China Times Fiction 
Competition (1994) at which the novel won its initial recognition, 
remarked that this hodge-podge writing style reflects the author's 
“postmodern” sensitivity in her relentless pursuit of the latest 
intellectual trends. The novel essentially is a product of Taiwan's 
cultural industry, a gexingdian or "exotic boutique'5 (to borrow a phrase 
used by the novel’s English translators〉.
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1995: 7-19), and so on. Whether one should read the novel as 
the author’s attempt to reestablish an ethical order, to envision a 
transnational queer community, or to articulate the dynamics 
between gender identity and nationalism is beside the point. 
What is most unsettling in my view is probably the cultural and 
literary “unauthenticity” the novel’s hodge-podge style seems to 
implicate. Further, it is the issue of authenticity (and the related 
question of hybridity) that touches the very core of the politics of 
identity in Taiwan.
The narrative presents itself as a textual and linguistic 
mosaic; its complexity is noted by the English translators of the 
novel:
The translation of Notes of a Desolate Man has been a treasure 
hunt that has taken us back to books and writers and thinkers 
we haven't encountered for years, has sent us to musty corners 
of video rental shops, and has enriched our collection of 
resource materials. (Zhu 1999: Preface)
Such complexity is not seen just in the content of the novel but 
also in how visually the narrative appears on the page. Inevitably 
this particular quality must create a problem for critics: how to 
situate this unique novel in the postcolonial cultural and political 
context of Taiwan? Not only is the “generic” identity of the novel 
in question; its “cultural” identity is also in question.
1. Utopia
Notes of a Desolate Man is filled with exoticized lexicon 
which constitutes the language of the gay narrator in his 
narcissistic reflection on sexuality and the meaning of existence. 
The narrator perceives himself as a gender hybrid:
I dissected myself, the bud of a feminine soul trapped in a 
masculine body. My mental activities were full of feminine 
characteristics, but my body, this body that carried the DNA of 
reproduction, could never escape its biologically determined 
state. A fate of blood and iron. (Zhu 1999: 72)9
9 All citations from the novel are taken from the translation by 
Howard Goldblatt and Sylvia Li-chun Lin (Zhu 1999).
Rising from the Ashes 115
This gender hybrid, though equipped with reproductive ability, is 
never going to be a “producing” member in the reproductive 
system of human society. The narrator perceives men of his kind 
as “odd components screened out” by the time-space 
transcending the deep structure of all civilizations as Levi- 
Strauss has excavated it, prompting the narrator to ask: “Where 
would he locate us in his matrix?" (39). To seek ways to 
legitimize a gay man’s place in a human society, the narrator 
delves into the essence of civilization—knowledge. His search 
for a social, cultural and existential position for himself is 
conducted primarily through dialogue after dialogue with 
philosophers, thinkers, artists and scholars from both East and 
West, from the past to the present. His articulation of quandaries 
and predicaments relies heavily on knowledge and information 
borrowed from other cultures.
In his initial attempt to define who he is—a gay, a queer, a 
homosexual, or a “terminator of the kinship system” （46)—the 
narrator concludes that it is only a game of naming, of playing 
with words. Any definition derived from such a game is fluid. In 
order to find more stable and solid ground on which to build his 
identity, the narrator finds that he needs to look for structure and 
some guarantee of order. He tries to model after Levi-Strauss's 
structuralism, imitating the master's neat grid in which every 
person or thing has a proper and functional position. But in the 
master's structure of the kinship system, there is no place for the 
homosexual. From Levi-Strauss's study of how the Caduveo 
tribe preserved the essence of their culture through body 
pairing，the narrator also realizes his “homosexual tribe” does 
not have its own language to record its unique existence, and 
without one’s own language, how can one even begin to define 
one’s identity? Members of the “homosexual tribe” may have to 
borrow others’ languages, but then, as the narrator contends，at 
least they have their own body. Thus his search leads to a focus 
on language and the body.
He believes gays have an androgynous soul; they are 
“narcissistic neat freaks” who are the incarnation of Mallarm6’s 
lovely swan (73, 76). He adores the body as refined and 
preserved by modern-day alternative care and cleansing 
techniques. The narrator and his fellow gay friends practice all 
sorts of cleansing and preservation rituals to refine their body in
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order to maintain its youthful vitality, such as putting on creams 
made of extracts of exotic plants and crystallites from the Dead 
Sea, practicing previous-life regressive therapy, hypnosis, 
"rebirthing," herbal tea therapy, and New Age music therapy. 
Paradoxically, precisely because the body is owned by oneself, 
the self is able to treat it as something other than oneself—it 
becomes the exotic Other which can be imagined and 
manipulated by the self in accordance with its desire. The same 
desire also drives the narrator to indulge in the pure materiality 
of words, believing that it can raise him to a higher ground of 
perception, and pierce through the veil of reality to its very core, 
where his existence as a gay man may have its rightful place. 
The narrator chooses to write in order to remember people who 
are doomed to be nameless—“Write in order not to forget” （24)_ 
He believes that he can find utopia in the magical realm of 
words_ words that record mysterious sounds, names, phrases 
found in sutras, etc._ and to him: “My supernatural was words, 
writing” （124). The body is a concrete and tangible object and 
words are abstract and intangible, but together they create a 
spell whereby utopia is turned into a definable locale which also 
is itself an exoticum:
[U]topia in the postmodern era has largely fixed its new location 
in the solitary, private, individual body. . . .  the insistently private 
and secular postmodern utopias reflect a belief that the only 
valid remaining space of perfection lies, ready-at-hand, in our 
own individual flesh: a paradise of curves and muscles. (Morris 
1994: 152)
Although the narrator's thoughts on his self-identity reflect 
his own hybridized cultural consciousness, what is more 
significant is his utopian desire for structure, order, truth, and 
purity. But why such a desire for utopia? The principle of 
structure and order is a defining characteristic of utopia, as Ruth 
Levitas concludes from her systematic study of the different 
definitions and realizations of utopia; it is llthe imagination of 
alternative worlds intended to represent a better way of being for 
the human beings in them" (Levitas 1990: 180). The kind of 
utopia the narrator desires is an orderly one: Levi-Strauss's 
structure, the mathematical music of Bach, the world led by the 
Great Man, a universe presided over by God where
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there [is] no identity issue, for God [is] in his heaven, all [is] right 
with the world. It [is] orderly, mathematical, the world of Bach, 
with the golden structure that Levi-Strauss had pursued all his 
life. A world I long for, one I thought might exist only in the 
collective dream of human race. (38)10
What is revealed in this desire is a lack of structure and 
order, indicating the state of existence as chaotic and 
ambiguous, suggesting a lack of an articulatable relationship 
between the self and the Other. In other words, there is the need 
for a self-identity. The anxiety of the narrator and the author 
arises out of his/her not knowing how to position himself and 
herself in the epistomological maze of the postmodern world, 
which leads to a much graver ontological crisis. The ultimate 
goal thus is to lay down structure and order against chaos—the 
intensely hybridized symbolic world of the novel and the culture 
outside_ so that identity can be established.
The chaotic state is presented through Ah Yao's self- 
destructiveness. His life follows the structure of a storm—vortical 
and violent. The narrator, on the other hand, deliberately seeks 
rational thinking and knowledge to anchor his confused sense of 
self-identity. Whether through self-destructive energy and 
combatant passion as seen in Ah Yao’s promiscuity and 
involvement in gay rights activities and the fight against AIDS, or 
through persistent reading and research as demonstrated by the 
narra tor’s worship of Western knowledge and Eastern 
spirituality, the confrontation of these two tendencies in the 
narrative, or "resolutions" for the two characters, is ambivalent. It 
is so because though the narrator and Ah Yao tend to use 
extreme measures, neither one of them possesses a Quixotic 
faith.
Although Ah Yao fights until AIDS takes away his life, his
10 In the English translation, the translators choose to use the 
past tense; however, in Chinese the tenses are often difficult to 
determine. The use of the tenses is often one of the most ambiguous 
aspects of the Chinese language; in many European languages 
tenses help determine the meaning. So here in this quote, though I 
have changed the past tenses into the present, it does not at all 
compromise the meaning of the original text.
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belief in activism is not an unshakable faith but rather a cover-up 
of his doubts and anxieties. When he slips in and out of night 
clubs with a different lover each time, exhausting himself in 
endless sex, he is actually a lost soul “tormented in the labyrinth 
of identity” （26). In the narrator’s imagination of Ah Yao, when 
Ah Yao calls him unexpectedly in the middle of the night from an 
unknown corner of the world, the image of this undaunted AIDS 
fighter becomes a human fly, tlthe tragic protagonist in The Fly, 
who, after finally finding his girlfriend, begs her to help change 
him back into a human being” （27)_ But no power can restore for 
him his human form because he himself always rejects any such 
opportunity. He simply does not believe in ever finding salvation. 
If he catches a glimpse of utopia, it would be when he gets 
temporarily lost in the brief moment of orgasm or when his 
senses are dulled by incessant sexual encounters,
The story of the narrator, on the other hand, goes in the 
opposite direction even though in essence it is not entirely 
different from Ah Yao’s. The narrator diligently studies every kind 
of philosophy, religion and literature he can find; he searches 
through films, fashion, the arts and popular spirituality to find 
rational explanations and thereby ultimate salvation for his 
existence as a gay man who seems to have “no choice，and no 
way to change” （39). He yearns for the neat socio-cultural 
structure Levi-Strauss has established from his life-long studies 
of human societies; he also admires Foucault’s spirit to be 
different, to refuse to be labeled (43), as revealed in Histoire de 
la sexualite. But no matter where he turns, he always finds 
himself trapped in the dialectical web of different rationality, 
namely, Levi-S trauss’s structuralism  and Foucault’s 
deconstructionism. It is difficult to create a place for a gay man in 
Levi-Strauss’s structure of the kinship system，although the 
blueprint it presents is clear; to derive an answer or conclusion 
from Foucault is no less difficult because deconstructionism, by 
default, resists conclusions. That is why Foucault can only 
remain silent at the end, leaving behind a dim revelation of the 
erotic utopia (45). The question for the narrator now is, which 
model or method should he choose? The answer depends on 
his attitude toward two pairs of concepts—order vs. chaos and 
ephemerality vs. eternity. s
One main contrast between the identity pursuits of the
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narrator and Ah Yao is their attitude toward life^ inconsistency. 
The narrator wants to find eternity in this world, while Ah Yao 
believes in living for the moment. Both indulge in the aesthetic, 
although each defines the idea very differently. Ah Yao finds it in 
a total surrender to the violence of sexual desire; the narrator 
sees the purity of the aesthetic in words. In the world of pure 
signs, the narrator discovers the dichotomy between the 
objective and the subjective, between epistemology and 
ontology, to be irrelevant:
Goethe said, The key to the study of color lies in strictly 
separating the subjective from the objective. . . .  Do the colors of 
the natural world exist by themselves or through our seeing 
eyes? . . .  Am I，or am I not? I was like the Buddhist faithful 
who read the Diamond Sutra . . . they don't have to understand 
it, for as long as they recite the sonorous passages until the day 
they die, they will reach the other shore, like blood running 
through the body in rhythmic pace, as if pursued by dancers 
throughout the life of the host. I would recite my own sutra, the 
red and green color table. (65-66)
The erotic utopia—Foucault’s final revelation—can exist 
only in words. Can the narrator resolve his own problems by 
transcending an erotic utopia and entering a linguistic utopia? In 
his linguistic utopia where words are pure signs, the articulation 
of identity becomes futile and unnecessary; but does this mean 
the narrator has found a way to surpass Lev卜Strauss’s 
structualism and Foucault’s poststructualism? His solution 
actually is to resort back to the self. To answer his own 
questions—“What, exactly，is the existence of the self that has 
no choice? What happens if it is changed? Is changing oneself a 
negating act? What is the meaning of existence if the self is 
negated?” （39)—the narrator finds that, the self cannot and must 
not be changed, for "each existence and its type has its own 
unique answer" (40). All negations and affirmations thus must be 
with and in the self. The self exists like the pure signs of 
language. Therefore, in his contemplation, the narrator moves 
seamlessly from philosophical reflection to reciting his color 
table-sutra:
120 Ling-chei Letty Chen
The material is existence, the only kind of existence. There is no 
meditation and no metaphysics, for what the subjective eye sees 
is the only thing that exists. Double vermilion red, rosy red, shell 
red, persimmon red, agate red, gray lily red, ivory red, pink 
oyster red … （72)
Underneath both the narrator’s apparent disorientation and 
Ah Yao’s extreme conviction about their gender / social / individual 
identity lies a strong desire for utopia. The external chaotic state 
and the inner desire for order in the narrative both point to a 
common goal: an affirmation of identity based on a utopian 
unification of the two contradicting tendencies as demonstrated 
by Ah Yao and the narrator. The dynamic interplay between 
these two tendencies is generated not only by the novel’s 
stylistic power but also by the very ambivalence of the 
confrontation of these tendencies. The discrepancy between the 
extreme acting-out and the lack of faith is the source of 
ambivalence. But this ambivalence is absolutely necessary 
because it is precisely where subjectivity is allowed to exist. 
Here Lacan’s later notion of the relationship between the “Real” 
and the Symbolic becomes relevant. Imagine that there is 
absolute clarity, that the barrier between the Symbolic and the 
“Real”一the kernel of jouissance (which is itself pre-discursive) 
that resists any symbolification_ is broken down; subjectivity will 
then be dissolved in a psychotic state.11 The existence of 
subjectivity must rely on confrontation, or a dialogical 
relationship with the symbolic world; otherwise it cannot maintain 
its integrity. The desire for utopia is an acting out of the lack.12 
Utopia is where the subject imagines that jouissance can be 
found and the lack fulfilled. As Ruth Levitas points out, utopia is
11 The idea here is closely linked to my earlier discussion of 
robjet petit a. For detailed analysis, see Zizek 1989.
12 My reading of Zhu’s use of utopia coincides with Lucy
Srgisson's function-based approach to utopianism (an umbrella term 
equivalent to Levitas’s “utopia”)，which does not interpret any kind of 
construction of utopia by way of either its content or form. Srgisson’s 
function-based approach sees utopianism/utopia not narrowly as a 
model of socio-political critique (content) or a genre (form); it creates a 
position or a new place/space to critique (Srgisson 1996: 41). *
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also an “expression^] of desire, or what desire is supposed to 
be，and not versions of a possible future … Where utopia is not 
expected to be realized, one is constrained only by what it is 
possible to imagine, not by what it is possible to imagine as 
possible" (Levitas 1990: 193). Both Ah Yao and the narrator 
therefore must wander between the two polemics. The search 
for utopia has ended for Ah Yao at the moment when his life is 
taken away by AIDS; but for the narrator it proceeds in the 
sphere of writing, no longer reading, as he discovers at the end 
of the narrative: “Time cannot be turned back, nor can life. 
However, in the process of writing, I am able to turn back 
everything that otherwise couldn't be. So my writing, it 
continues” （166).
2. Third Space
In the narrator's search for self-identity, he combs through 
many great books, converses with thinkers and philosophers 
across cultures, and even travels to far corners of the world to 
find his answers. His search presents itself as a visually and 
substantially dazzling tapestry, woven with Western postmodern 
philosophization of gender and sexuality by great Western 
figures, Eastern ancient scriptures and ideas, cinematic visions 
and visualizations of reality, New Age spirituality combining 
Daoism and Tibetan Buddhism, and private sensitization of the 
world’s spaces from the Mediterranean to India to Japan, as if 
the whole world actually stood on his palm. His encyclopedic 
exploration of the subject of identity and the meaning of 
existence takes him to the fleeting moment captured by Monet, 
the light reflecting on his dying wife's face; it also takes him to 
Michael Jackson's revelation to Oprah Winfrey in an exclusive 
interview in Neverland: how he sometimes likes to ride the 
carousel by himself at night. From these anecdotes the narrator 
sees the fleeting and lonely nature of existence. But he also 
learns that life can be sacred and precious when he and his 
lover Yongjie travel to Rome, and find in St. Peter's Basilica 
validation of their love through the divine holiness revealed in a 
religious ceremony. To try to transcend his generation’s pursuit 
of homosexuality, he looks to the “new new” generation’s belief 
in sexlessness as represented by the narcissistic, self-sufficient
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費多 teenager Fido, son of an erotic utopia. He also finds his 
成溜已喜男 explanation for such self-love in the Japanese director Naruse 
Mikio's aesthetics of subtlety and passivity. But his best moment 
of clarity occurs probably when he chants the enigmatic words 
from Master Zhidin^ Treatise on the Sutra of the Ksitigarbha 
Bodhisattva^ Original Vow, or when he reads the names of the 
visual imagery of red and green in Chinese poetry in a color 
periodic table drawn from a Japanese book on Chinese colors, 
with 140 different reds based on the MUNSELL Color Chart, and 
different greens on 10 GY in the Green Chart;
. . . moist red, light primrose red, fingernail red, vale red, light 
peach red, light poppy red, apple red, cheek red, melon pulp red, 
. . . mugwort-back green, Jialing River green, tender lily green, 
grasshopper green, water green, hydrangea green, mantis 
green, pea green, chalcedony green . . .
When we escape the logic of words, abandoning even 
their semiotic functions, they become shards of colored glass in 
a kaleidoscope that form magnificent visual scenes. I lost myself 
in this color garden of pure sensation, as if flying in a world seen 
through the multiple-lens eyes of a fly, and forgot to return to the 
real world. (65)
This virtual space constructed by words devoid of syntax is the 
narrator’s linguistic utopia where he does not have the burden of 
looking for meaning.
As intricately and richly woven as this tapestry of 
exploration is, in between threads are many “third spaces” 
where the narrator reiterates others’ discourses and 
appropriates their experiences to constitute his own. He deploys 
rhetorical, philosophical, and narrative power to question, obvert, 
or subvert established thoughts and ideologies, to negotiate an 
in-between space for his own rationalizations. The narrator's 
dialogue with Foucault and Levi-Strauss in particular exemplifies 
the utilization of third space. The narrator erects the discourses 
of these two Western thinkers like two tablets and uses the in- 
between space as his locus of debate with the two scholars as 
well as with himself. What is shown here is three languages 
criss-crossing one another. The inscription is carried out not in a 
monolithic language but an array of languages. The different
Rising from the Ashes 123
languages by no means lead a harmonious coexistence; 
instead, they relate to one another dialogically and their 
coexistence takes the form of contention and competition. 
Throwing his words and questions into this dialogue, the narrator 
hopes to construct a sexual/social/cultural identity for himself. 
Walking inside Levi-Strauss's dense network of thoughts, the 
narrator finds himself falling into cracks because he sees 
himself, a gay man, as the ultimate marginalized figure in human 
society. He then turns to Foucault for an answer because after 
all Foucault is also one of his kind. But Foucault’s depressing 
analysis and prediction cannot lead the narrator to higher 
ground. He suddenly finds himself standing between two visions, 
one of structure and order, and the other of a dark void of chaos.
The narrator proceeds to the space of the city—his city 
Taipei—to find an exit to this labyrinth. The city’s language, as 
conveyed through its popular culture, presents to the narrator 
another dimension of the erotic utopia—pure carnal pleasure 
filled with fragrances, sleek fashions, and faceless bodies. 
Bouncing back and forth between the city’s secret entrances, the 
narrator finds his conclusion in T. S. Eliofs prophetic words: l,l 
made love, but felt nothing" (115). But his dialogue with this city's 
language leads him further to see a universe of postmodern 
materialism—boutiques filled with exotic merchandise, cultural 
fads, and fashions. In this universe, he discovers yet another 
universe which he can make up with incomprehensible shop 
names: KISS LA BOCCA, VINO VINO, Butterfly Feeds the Cat, 
4T5D, Postmodern Graveyard, Stuffed Kitty, Alley 86, 
HOMELIKE—“the city appearing under my pen existing only in 
words, and when the words disappeared, so would the city" 
(122). Again he resorts to written words as the only method to 
construct meaning out of confusion. An in-between space 
appears when he, through words, ruminates on every moment 
he spends with his true love Yongjie. His ruminations always 
refract the experience recounted on the screen of Othering— 
adopting Fellini’s golden rule of strict discipline to protect the 
fragile yet sacred tie he and Yongjie have with his family; 
articulating their experience of beauty through the ancient 
mythologies of Japan and Egypt. With borrowed discourses, the 
narrator actually portrays an “unreal reality” of his experience of 
love. His is an empty discourse in which there is only fantasy; 
and there is no real communication in his language of realism.
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The narrator imagines that his existence as a gay man will 
be acceptable in the erotic utopia where gender difference no 
longer matters and sex ceases to be regarded as a reproductive 
activity. But because “utopia” is a (happy) place of nowhere, the 
narrator’s conception of self-identity can thus only be realized in 
his pure land of words, which is itself another kind of utopia built 
upon language. Utopia is also desired by Zhu Tianwen. Her 
vision is to create a subjectivity and to realize it in a total self- 
identity through the power of words purely as signs. Through this 
means she hopes to find a Levi-Straussian golden structure 
where everything has its proper place. This desire for structure 
and order is directly influenced by her mentor, Hu Lancheng—in 
many ways，the figure of L6v卜Strauss in A/otes of a Oeso/afe 
Man is precisely the reincarnation of Hu Lancheng.13 Zhu 
Tianwen’s desire for a structural and orderly utopia takes the 
form of a personal fetish for pure linguistic signs. There is a 
critical connection between utopia and fetishism, as Carol 
Thomas Neely points out. Neely argues that utopias and fetishes 
are not only “characterized and specularized, by their irreducible 
materiality or territoriality，and by narrativity”； they also “protect 
against loss, impotence, and mutilation by screening them over 
with substitute objects whose stories provide the perfect 
satisfaction of bodily, psychic, or social desires" (Neely 1994; 59- 
60). Despite this, Neely goes on to argue, creators of fetishes 
and utopias are often regarded as "trivial or pathological—
13 David Der-wei Wang has a paragraph describing Hu 
Lancheng’s “unusual” type of scholarship as “utopian” （Zhu 1996: 9). 
Indeed Hu has through a)l his intellectual life developed a very distinct 
style of scholarship and system of thought. A man of broad learning, 
Hu has attempted to construct his own brand of cosmology. Making 
use of the ancient Chinese mythology of creation, Hu assimilated 
philosophies from both the East and the West to explain the law of 
nature and a common pattern of civilization. To many Chinese scholars 
and readers, Hu's brand of knowledge and vision of the cosmos seem 
excessively romantic, subjective, and even absurd. The evaluation of 
Hu's achievement is not my concern here. What I want to stress is that 
what stands out in Hu’s scholarship is his obsession with “structure” 
and “order,” and such impulses have taken roots in Zhu Tianwen and 
her way of approaching and perceiving life as reflected in her fiction.
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especially by the normativizing impulses of the dominant 
culture— European, male, politica lly conservative, and 
reproductively heterosexual—whose value systems they have 
disavowed and refigured" (Neely 1994: 60). The harsh criticism 
of Notes of a Desolate Man and its author when the novel first 
appeared confirms precisely Neely's observation. Utopias and 
fetishes should not be taken lightly. The desire for utopia and the 
cultural functions of the fetish actually reflect a deep sense of 
crisis that is both personal and cultural. Zhu Tianwen’s linguistic 
fetishism (which materializes language) represents a kind of 
“feminine narcissism”14 which must see itself realized through the 
desire for utopia. Zhu Tianwen is this narcissistic female fetishist 
who carves out a new place/space that is her linguistic utopia 
where subjectivity can be theorized in terms of an aesthetics of 
ornamentation and hybridization.
But this is not to say that the creation of utopias and 
fetishes is a passive activity, since "utopias accumulate and 
display objects that reflect back their makers’ desires and deny 
loss” （Apter 1991: 67)_ Zhu Tianwen’s investment in conceiving 
utopia through her fetishism of pure linguistic signs is an active 
project of identity-building.15 By writing a highly hybridized 
narrative and appropriating and replicating different discourses, 
Zhu Tianwen actually assumes absolute control over her 
situatedness in Taiwan’s culture at a particular historical 
juncture. She depicts a process of disintegration and 
reintegration through which she is able to reassemble the self 
against the foreign cultures (such as Western, Chinese, and 
Japanese) that threaten it. The identity that the novel desires 
with itself thus embodies the cultural reality of Taiwan as both 
postmodern and postcolonial. This identity is rooted in the 
organizing philosophical principle of the system of artistic 
images of the novel’s heteroglot or hybridized languages.
141 am borrowing this term from Emily Apter (see Apter 1991).
15 It is a trait that has already appeared in T in-de-siecle 
Splendor.” Zhu’s highly ornate language, which conveys Mia’s fetishism 
of exotic materials (fabrics, herbs, scents, etc.), reflects the author's 
linguistic fetishism. What transpires there as (the character Mia's) 
material fetishism has, in this novel, manifested itself as the author's 
fetishism of language.
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Situated in Taiwan’s intensely hybridized postmodern and 
postcolonial cultural milieu, Zhu Tianwen uses linguistic 
hybridization as her ironic means to create a complete sense of 
the self. Pure linguistic signs are her fetishized objects, and her 
search for exotic linguistic signs is a natural tendency of such 
fetishism. Fetishism effectively subsumes materials and cultures. 
The material site which is constructed by fetishized objects then 
substitutes for the dominant ideologies and cultures which Zhu 
Tianwen wishes to resist as well as to subsume.16 Essentially 
this material site is a utopian site. The self who is fetishist is 
narcissistic. The narcissistic self wants utopia because it is the 
only place where s/he can realize his/her unrealizable desire. 
Both fetishism and the longing for a utopia thus function to 
reaffirm the seifs narcissism, and it is only by maintaining an 
intensely narcissistic self that the Lacanian sinthome, the kernel 
of the self’s subjectivity, can be felt the strongest. Why? Here 
Zi 乏 ek explains:
In contrast to the object small a, there is nothing metonymic- 
unattainable about it: it is just a little piece of the real that we can 
hold in our hands and manipulate like any other object. And in 
contrast to the cemetery protuberance, it is not a terrifying object 
of fascination: on the contrary, it reassures and comforts, its very 
presence serves as a guarantee that we will be able to endure 
the inconsistency and absurdity of the universe. Its paradox is 
then the following: it is a little piece of the real attesting to the 
ultimate nonsense of the universe, but insofar as this object 
allows us to condense, to locate, to materialize the nonsense of 
the universe in it, insofar as the object serves to represent this 
nonsense, it enables us to sustain ourself in the midst of 
inconsistency. (Zizek 1998: 134-35)
Zhu Tianwen's piece of the real comprises the sutras, the red
16 I am borrowing Neely’s argument: “They (Anzaldua and 
Cavendish) construct very different women’s texts out of the materials 
of different historical and cultural moments. They use, however, similar 
strategies of substitution, mortification, and restoration to create utopia- 
fetishes: alternative material sites that substitute for—avow by 
disavowing—the polarities, hierarchies, and exclusions imposed by a 
particular historical version of patriarchal authority” （Neely 1994: 93).
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and green table, and the incomprehensible shop names that she 
tirelessly copies and parades in her fetishism of (the materiality 
of) language.
3. Palisade
From the edge of a palisade, the narrator caught a glance 
of what he believed to be Foucault's final vision: the erotic 
utopia. The image of the palisade suggests that the discursive 
rationalization of sex and sexuality will reach a dead end and 
can only be continued with the fantastic and the sublime utopia. 
The particularity of the palisade allows for a new (though 
dangerous and unknown) vision. This image appears in the 
novel where the narrator, after following Foucault’s discourse of 
sexuality, realizes that even though this distinguished scholar 
and thinker can effectively deconstruct “sexuality，” he still cannot 
de-marginalize the homosexual, nor is he able to escape from 
the grand institution of sexuality—“He appeared to have been 
liberated, but was not. He seemed to have found the answer, but 
had not. I followed him up to the lofty mountain crags, but the 
road ended at the edge of the sky, and there he disappeared. I 
shouted his name, but there was no answer" (44).
From the palisade the narrator no longer sees any 
possibility for the continuation of old discourses. But where land 
ends, the skies begin. At another palisade, Palisades Park of 
1943 where Tennessee Williams had his homoerotic adventures, 
the narrator sees a different history of sexuality from Foucault’s, 
or rather, a history of homosexuality:
From atop the palisade, a brief glance down was enough to 
make me dizzy. As I stood there, I felt something that maybe 
Foucault had experienced: erotic utopia.. . .  an erotic nation built 
upon sensuality, artistry, aesthetics. . . . Standing there, I 
seemed to understand that many erotic nations must have 
appeared in the course of human history. They were like exotic 
flowers that disappeared after blooming but once. Later 
generations could only dimly detect their existence amid 
vanishing, decaying texts, for they could neither expand nor 
grow. They became extinct in the frozen sorrows of 
indetermination and slow degeneration.
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Yes, this was probably our sad yet beautiful destiny.
The past, or the fleeting present, or the future all sail 
toward Byzantium.
Sail toward an erotic utopia. In ancient times, tiny 
nameless countries that dotted the area around the 
Mediterranean like stars, those that didn’t pass down any myths, 
were terminators. We are the terminators of the kinship system. 
(45-46)
There is a sense of mutilation and disruption in this 
process of thought. Not only does the palisade itself suggest 
geographical disruption, but the image of “kinship system 
term inators" also indicates mutilation (of the line of 
reproduction). The moment the narrator senses the disruption of 
the land and feels the effect of mutilation, his subjectivity is 
actualized. Here Lacan’s “symbolic castration” is useful in 
illustrating the point. The anxiety about castration produces in 
the self an acute awareness of its subjectivity and a desire to 
define its self-identity. Standing on the edge of the palisade and 
viewing himself as a terminator of the kinship system produces 
in the narrator an anxiety, but it also gives for him a 
pessimistically optimistic vision of the erotic utopia. He is 
standing in between possibility and actuality—the erotic utopia 
and the erotic nation are an empty possibility，but the narrator’s 
continuously striving for different visions of them through his 
relentless writing and reading on the subject matter bears 
witness to their actuality. His fantasy about the erotic utopia is 
crucial to the maintenance of his subjectivity, for “being a subject 
depends on the split between its fantastic support and its 
Symbolic/lmaginary identifications. If the balance is disturbed, 
the subject will lose either its stake in the Real or its 
identification in the Symbolic" (Zizek 1999: 88). This also 
explains why the erotic utopia can only exist, potentially, in the 
labyrinth of heteroglot languages and discourses.
Zhu Tianwen has constructed many models of a utopia 
through an exotic vocabulary and heteroglot languages. The 
hierarchical universe of Buddhism is a utopia; the alternative 
social structure of Levi-Strauss's tribal worlds is another; the 
sublime state of Christianity materialized in St_ Peter’s Basilica is 
yet another manifestation of a utopia. But what really represents
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her utopia are the sutras, the red and green color table, the 
literary classics which she tirelessly copies and recites 
throughout the text of the novel. In her narrative, Zhu Tianwen 
locates her source of authenticity in the aesthetic quality of 
hybridity. Adorno argues that the concept of originality under the 
capitalist law of consumption has been transformed from the so- 
called individual style to inventing new types (Adorno 1997: 
172). With this novel，Zhu Tianwen has achieved，if nothing else， 
at least a new type of novelistic discourse. But if we look beyond 
the material-fetish facade of her narrative style, her invented 
new type actually has a soul, a substance, what Adorno calls the 
aesthetic truth content that is the crystallization of history, 
society, and culture. Hybridity thus becomes an important 
instrument of identity-building for the postcolonial. It is so 
because in hybridity one can never find a precise 
correspondence of one cultural signifier to another; when the 
colonial subject translates the colonizer’s cultural signifier， 
difference inevitably emerges. With the emergence of difference, 
a new identity can be formed and the postcolonial subject can 
walk away from its colonial shadow to step into a new terrain 
where authenticity can be regained. The hybrid text of Notes of a 
Desolate Man presents precisely a new formula for postcolonial 
identity-building.
The image of the palisade thus can be designated as the 
location of authenticity. It is so because the fantastic effect 
resulting from the (dis)connectedness of different discourses can 
on the one hand make the self aware of its subjectivity, while on 
the other inspire new conceptualizations of identity. This double 
function resembles that of the third space but the palisade image 
stresses the impact of disruption and mutilation as well as the 
stimulation of fantasy. Something other than the existing 
discourse and the yet-to-be envisioned discourse is what is 
produced, and the nature of this something new must be a third 
thing which comes out of the combination of the already-existing 
and the yet-to-be. In other words, it must be a hybrid. On the 
edge of her cultural palisade, Zhu Tianwen creates out of her 
position new conceptions of value and new conceptualizations of 
identity. The postcolonial subject must realize that lost identity 
can never be brought back, so the only solution is to reconstruct 
a new identity. Similarly, the narrator also must accept that a gay
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man is not endowed, at first, with a socially acceptable gender 
identity; therefore he must strive to create a legitimate one for 
himself and his kind. With the novel's intensely hybridized 
language, Zhu Tianwen has transferred the postcolonial struggle 
with identity construction from the field of sexual identity to the 
field of linguistic aesthetics. It is idealistic, but it also has great 
potential because through defining “hybridization，” “hybridity” 
and "hybrid" in the aesthetic realm, one can avoid dealing with 
many of the conventional and historical implications of these 
concepts.
The result can thus be more productive and the 
understanding and application of these concepts can also be 
more positive, because hybridity in the aesthetic realm is not 
contingent upon the ideology of purity or difference. In addition, 
Zhu Tianwen is justified in retreating to the field of linguistic 
aesthetics. Language is essential in articulating identity. In fact, 
as Adorno argues, the experience of language is the key to a 
realistic and materialistic understanding of identity and 
subjectivity; this is so because of the dialectical nature of 
language.
The narrator engages in dialogue with a long line of 
thinkers and artists on the meaning of existence. As well, he 
searches among existing cultures for a definition of identity, 
especially the kind of identity for people like him. In this process 
of exploration and articulation, he already offers a new context to 
(re)conceptualize an authentic identity for the gender hybrid of 
which he regards himself to be one. Zhu Tianwen also locates 
the authenticity of her narrative art in the highly hybridized style 
of writing. Here we must bring back Bakhtin's differentiation of 
two types of linguistic hybridization: the “organic” and 
unintentional vs. the conscious and intentional. The former is a 
common linguistic practice which occurs often in interculturation; 
the latter, on the other hand, happens when boundary-crossing 
becomes necessary, Pnina Werbner correlates these two 
linguistic practices thus:
[OJrganic hybridity creates the historical foundations on which 
aesthetic hybrids build to shock, change, challenge, revitalize or 
disrupt through deliberate, intended fusions of unlike social 
languages and images. Intentional hybrids create an ironic 
double consciousness . . . Such artistic interventions—unlike
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organic hybrids—are internally dialogical, fusing the unfusable 
. . . .  What is felt to be most threatening is the deliberate, 
provocative aesthetic challenge to an implicit social order and 
identity, which may also be experienced, from a different social 
position, as revitalizing and “fun.” （Werbner and Modood 1997:5)
Zhu Tianwen’s hybridization is undoubtedly intentional as 
her attempt to cross cultural and ideological boundaries is 
clearly the drive behind her practice. Throughout the novel, there 
are many passages which are superfluous, not connected to the 
main thrust of the narrative. These passages are Zhu Tianwen's 
hidden personal discourse mixed in with the main discourse of 
the novel. On the surface they seem to reflect the author's 
uncontrollable urge to display her knowledge of historical places 
and anecdotes of well-known figures, as well as her enthusiasm 
about describing the trends of material subcultures. But this urge 
or enthusiasm actually reflects her attempt to re-negotiate a new 
cultural position by validating cultural hybridity, which is precisely 
what Werbner proclaims in the quoted passage above，“[an] 
aesthetic challenge to an implicit social order and identity."
Telling inside stories gives an impression of the 
storyteller’s intimate relationship to her subject. Zhu Tianwen’s 
“superfluous passages” indeed portray a very personal 
connection or affinity she has with historically significant places 
in the world and influential figures from many cultures at different 
times. As a postcolonial figure/writer living in a postmodern city, 
she does not want to work toward a re-designation of her (thus 
symbolically Taiwan's) ((power position" in its relation to dominant 
national cultures in the world; rather, she wants to suspend the 
realization of such a goal. What holds her back is that such a 
goal usually entails confrontational political gestures, and she 
prefers non-confrontational measures. Through the example of 
Ah Yao she plays out this scenario, and Ah Yao’s tragic ending 
indicates Zhu Tianwen’s reluctance to adopt this option. Instead, 
Zhu Tianwen can not only play with many possibilities, but also 
through endless potentials even gain a form of power. She 
refuses to accept the ultimate outcome, thus suspending the 
process by denying herself the opportunity to become a so- 
called fighter for postcolonial identity. In this double negation— 
"began from the negation of the negative and the negation of
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existence” （162)—Zhu Tianwen actually is the postcolonial 
identity seeker/maker/fighter■之 i之 ek explains:
This is what Hegel has in mind when he claims that, in the 
course of a dialectical process, the immediate starting point 
proves itself to be something already mediated—that is, its own 
self-negation: in the end, we ascertain that we always-already 
were what we wanted to become, the only difference being that 
this “always-already” changes its modality from in-itself into for- 
itself. (1999: 178)
Zhu Tianwen’s aesthetics of hybridity also becomes an analogy 
for postcolonial identity politics.
Cultural Identity Imagined
The achievement of Zhu Tianwen’s novel is that it breaks 
new ground for theorizing the concept of hybridity. The 
aesthetics of hybridity in Notes of a Desolate Man makes us 
rethink the question of subjectivity in the context of hybridity and 
identity. The processes of authenticating and authorizing 
the hybrid product follows the logic of the postmodern 
commodification of difference. In a consumer market, the 
narrator and his likes are able to choose from seemingly endless 
styles and subcultures that stress “uniqueness■” Because of the 
open market of Taiwan, cultural and intellectual products have 
been able to penetrate the cultural consciousness of its people, 
and this phenomenon is reflected in Zhu Tianwen’s appropriation 
of them in her novel. The aesthetic mode of the novel is 
seduction; the unique authenticity created is not to be linked with 
ethnicity; instead, it is reflexive under its aesthetic impulses. To 
many postcolonialists, Zhu Tianwen’s stance may seem less 
than aggressive. But the truth of the matter is, she is both 
postcolonial and postmodern in her special cultural and political 
context. Her aesthetics of hybridity articulates the utopian desire 
that can have no other means of realization. As a postcolonial 
subject, she feels the need to legitimize her cultural hybridity; as 
a citizen of postmodern culture in which everything goes, she 
most probably feels that legitimation is merely another institution 
to be deconstructed. It is therefore not surprising that she
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chooses to work with aesthetic hybridity, precisely because it is 
paradoxically both political and transcendental.
In retrospect, the value of a novel such as Notes of a 
Desolate Man is not determined by how many copies it has sold 
in either its Chinese or English version; its value lies in its 
articulation of a complex cultural experience that we, people who 
live in a globalized world, all share. It places us in the 
multicultural world and forces us to think about, if not also to 
imagine, our cultural identity. The significance of this novel lies 
not in how it shows us ways of constructing a particular notion of 
cultural identity, but in how it sets up the idea of "truth" in the first 
place. The experience of this novel thus is the experience of 
finding one's cultural identity in a globalized world. Zhu Tianwen 
envisions this globalized world with a center that is the self. Thus 
the world is not mapped out according to national or 
geographical boundaries, but is seen as a whole composed of 
many different cultural parts. She does not follow the narrow 
definition of identity which must be bound to a place and 
determined by a group of people. Zhu Tianwen’s vision is one in 
which identity—whether gender identity (as in the case of her 
gay narrator) or cultural identity (as in the case of herself)—does 
not exist outside of the self because the self can be more stable 
than its Other which is constantly changing.
The community on the basis of which cultural identity is 
defined is thus replaced by a sense of belonging generated by 
the individual, a singularity, who is involved in a particular time 
and space. This explains why the gay narrator of Notes of a 
Desolate Man attempts to base his gender identity on the trans­
national homosexual/queer/gay community instead of his 
specific nation-state of Taiwan. Zhu Tianwen also tries to define 
her idea of cultural identity by transcending her ethnicity and 
nationality. This community and identity which are part of and 
also above space and time, are represented in Zhu TianwerVs 
aesthetics of hybridity. With this mode, Zhu Tianwen situates 
herself in the “global cultural village” of which she regards 
herself a member. This is not to say that she intends to ignore 
her postcolonial background; on the contrary, she is quite aware 
of it. There are moments in Notes of a Desolate Man when she 
laments through the narrator her predicament and the legacy of 
Western neo-colonialism in Taiwan:
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As a member of the Yellow Race, I castigated myself for having 
been brainwashed by White Europeans. After emerging from my 
formative years, which were replete with terms like Far East and 
Near East in all the histories and geographies, I became the 
embodiment of the language that I used. (26)
She also reveals her “cultural origin” complex toward China:
As for the other side of the Taiwan Straits, where Yongjie, 
passionate about this work, had trod nearly every inch of land, I 
have never been there, not once.
' The dark mountain roads are heavily traveled. But I have 
never been there.
Yes, on my map of the world, I skipped only that vast 
piece of land.
Now it was there, like the sloughed-off skin of my youth, 
like the remains of a love, cast into a heap. I walked by it 
indifferently, sensing it to be more alien than all the distant 
countries of the world. I had no intention of ever going there.
I used its language. I am using it right now. It, it is here.
(150)
To resolve these politics-laden issues, she embraces world 
civilizations which allow her to expand her horizons. She does 
not offer writing as an expression of patriotism because she 
refuses to use patriotism as a means of resisting domination. 
She rather looks to “myth and forgetfulness” （155)，to Yukio 
Mishima’s carnalism，and to the beauty created by artists like 
Nijinsky, Fellini, Satyajit Ray, and Ozu Yasujiro. But most of all, 
she admires the blind old prophet Tiresias of Greek mythology 
who shares her belief in the power of words:
He (Tiresias) had lived long enough and saw that what had 
occurred before was about to occur again, so he had to tell 
people what he knew; but of course, no one would listen. A voice 
in the wilderness. Yet words could not hurt, so he kept talking 
and talking, and eventually was silenced for his talkativeness. . . .  I 
would live on the cliff above the deep gully, watching countless 
people and numerous generations pass me on their way into the 
gully, never to return. I would shrivel up day by day^until I
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became a mummy squatting there, pen in hand. And I would 
continue to write, ceaselessly. (158-59)
Finally, in Sakyamuni's search for ultimate enlightenment 
(he was at the end able to see beyond life and death, happiness 
and misery, contention and harmony), Zhu Tianwen finds a path 
to ultimate peace:
So I witnessed, on the late night, Sakyamuni waking up next to 
his wife and son and staring at their faces under the moonlight■…  
He had fallen more and more in love with this collective, 
complete, semiotic being, all living creatures. . . . living 
creatures, a history of destruction. Fatigue, ENTROPY, 
thermodynamics. . . .  I saw Sakyamuni, after living on a snow­
capped mountain for six years, turn into a bag of bones, like an 
AIDS victim. . . .  the man led an ascetic life for ten days after 
performing a fasting rite.. . .
I witnessed it, it was right here, where I was standing, that 
the village shepherd girl helped Sakyamuni up and fed him some 
milk gruel. . . . Sakyamuni crossed the Nairanjana, entered the 
city, and sat down by a bodhi tree, where he comprehended the 
ultimate formula for the universe. (160-62)
Her means of achieving enlightenment is through writing. By 
incorporating in her narrative everything under the sun and 
synthesizing them into an aesthetics of hybridity, she is able to 
achieve a new sense of cultural identity, one that is not based 
upon ethnicity or nationhood, but is built upon a sense of 
belonging to the community of cultures around the globe. The 
question is: Can she, a writer who carries the colonial legacy of 
Taiwan, afford to be so apolitical and ahistorical? This is a 
serious question because what is being asked is how we 
stereotypically expect a writer from a geopolitical location such 
as postcolonial Taiwan to be ^politically" minded, if not outright 
political. Zhu Tianwen’s withdrawal into the realm of aesthetics 
allows us to test the notion of whether her seemingly apolitical 
and ahistorical gesture can be considered as an alternative 
political stance, the “not so political” kind，for a postcolonial 
writer. If the answer to the last question is in the affirmative, then 
we must not easily dismiss Zhu Tianwen's effort to try to stay out 
of the politics of postmodernism and postcolonialism.
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